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humane. They see in light the symbol of the Good,
in darkness that of Evil, and they worship fire as the
emblem of eternity. Reluctant to pollute the earth,
mother of all life, and, since all fire is sacred, unable
to cremate their dead, they expose them on lofty
towers, leaving the dissolution of the corpses to the
birds of the air.
I suggested to my friend that he should take me,
before we went to his house for tea, to see the Parsee
necropolis where the corpses are offered to the
carrion birds. Accordingly, instead of turning into
his compound we drove on uphill to the dismal
garden where between clumps of flowers the macabre
Towers of Silence rise like vast stone troughs or
mangers posted high in air for the refection of the
vultures. In the silence of the deserted garden the
huge structures loomed white against the dark foliage
of the trees ; in shape and size they reminded me of
the large round tanks erected by oil companies on
river-banks to act as reservoirs.
Though the contents of the tanks were invisible, I
could see a regiment of fat vultures drawn up in
line along the rims, like spectators in the front rows
of a stadium, gloating over what they saw below.
All in funereal black they sat in serried ranks,
hunching their ragged necks, unmoving, bloated
with the meat they were digesting. Now and again
one of them rose heavily and flopped on clumsy
wings into the silent depths of the great bowl.
Gorged to bursting-point, he yet could not resist
the temptation of snatching another gobbet from
the corpse on which he had akeady browsed his fill.
Waiting their turn for a new body to be served up
to them, more birds were massed in the surrounding
trees, like clusters of some loathly fruit ripening in a
shambles. The gravel crunched under my feet like